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Abstract 
This conceptual pape  
in the performance appraisal. An attempt is made to understand the concept of subjectivity whereby every human judgment is 
subjective no matter how objective a situation can be in reality. Moreover, it is intended to trace what is the relationship between 
subjectivity and fairness. In an organization, fair performance appraisal is essential to ensure that no victim will be harmed or 
purposely being harmed. Generally, subjectivity tends to be a major unfair element causing the unfairness in the performance 
appraisal.
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1. Introduction 
McEvoy (1990) discovered that the performance appraisal is a serious problem in the case of public sector 
organizations. The  conduct of fair and objective performance appraisal in public sector organizations is still at an 
unsatisfactory level, although some researchers and practitioners have committed an amount of time and resources 
to it. From time to time, various methods had been introduced and changes had been made in implementing a more 
ideal performance appraisal, but the element of subjectivity is unable to completely exclude from the process. 
Raters' subjective judgments are imperfect (Dreher & Dougherty, 2001) and this weakness is behind the controversy 
in  performance appraisal. For instance, ratees' performances are unable to be measured quantitatively as it is mostly 
a qualitative phenomenon. In an ideal performance appraisal, the performance elements are to be quantified in order 
to make the overall process more objective.   
Public sector organizations are interested in the matter of raters' errors because the final decisions and results of 
ratees' performance appraisal depends heavily on th In other words, raters' errors are 
errors in judgment that occur in a systematic manner when raters observe and evaluate their ratees' performance. The 
characteristics of subjective judgment are heavily influenced by 
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judgment accuracy, consistency, and rationality. Indirectly, it brings implications in 
of fairness upon their performance appraisal result.   
 
 
 
In public sector organizations, fairness is about the rules and social norms controlling how outcomes should be 
distributed, the procedures used for making such distribution decisions, how employees are treated interpersonally, 
and how management communicating the procedural explanations for why something occurred. For this reason, 
raters are expected to make a fair, objective and defensible judgment to cope with the demand of the ratees. These 
kind of judgments are always subjective independent of whether they are arrived at either by cognitive reasoning or 
intuition and feeling (Mikula, 2005).  
2. Concept of subjectivity 
Subjectivity is subjective judgments and claims which are assumed to be heavily influenced by private "mental" 
stuff (LaFave, 2008) or personal considerations such as perception, beliefs, affection, and experience. LaFave 
(2008) argues that sub
inconsistent and goes with the 
word such as belief.  
Subjectivity in performance appraisal refers to the systematic directional biases in what people regard as just and 
unjust depending on the commitments to certain groups and their norms and values (Wenzel, 2002), and the 
perspectives or roles they hold in relation to a given situation or event (Clayton & Opotow, 2003; Skitka, Winquist 
acting, which are bound up with both the flux of social relations and the bodies that enact them.  
3. Judgment 
A process of thoughts and judgments made in performance appraisal is termed as cognitive processes of raters. A 
rater's cognitive processes can influence the judgments made about the ratees being evaluated. There are four 
cognitive variables that can influence the judgments of ratees' performance, namely category structures, beliefs, 
interpersonal affect, and attribution (DeNisi, Cafferty, & Meglino, 1984).  
3.1. Category structures 
When rater thinks about a ratee as belonging to a particular category, the information rater recalls about the ratee 
will be biased toward that category. For example, if a ratee is perceived to be a team player, then this becomes a 
category in t
remembered in terms of how a typical team player is expected to behave rather than in terms of how that ratee 
actually behaves. 
 
3.2. Beliefs 
In this case, 
terms of how they view ratees in general rather than in terms of specific ratees' characteristics and behaviors. For 
instance, raters who believe that ratees are basically good and trustworthy may give more generous ratings than 
those who believe that ratees are mean and convincing. 
 
3.3. Interpersonal affect 
Interpersonal affect means feelings or emotions toward another person. In performance appraisal, interpersonal 
affect between rater and ratee can influence the assigned ratings. There is an exception for those raters who can 
191 Low Kah Choon and Muhamad Ali Embi /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  62 ( 2012 )  189 – 193 
maintain impartiality and objectivity toward their ratees. However, ratings will be influenced by the personal 
relationship between rater and ratee (Barsky, Kaplan, & Beal, 2011).  
 
3.4. Attribution   
Attribution is a source of error in performance appraisal in which raters attribute or assign positive or negative 
explanations to a ratee's behavior. For example, raters assign reasons for the ratees' behavior which can affect the 
raters' evaluation. Raters may attribute poor ratee performance to internal factors, such as lack of motivation or 
inadequate skills, when they disliked or had the negative affect toward a person being rated. On the other hand, 
raters can also attribute ratees' behavior to external causes such as luck or task difficulty. 
4. Ratees' perception of fairness in performance appraisal 
Ratees' perception of fairness is based on intangible factors such as beliefs, values, guiding principles, 
motivations, and psychologies (Agno, 2011). Hence, the perception of fairness in performance appraisal is 
subjective, and it varies between ratees. This caused the diversity or varieties in the perception of fairness from an 
individual to another individual. For instance, some ratees perceive that fairness refers to the assumptions that there 
is fairness effect from the raters' behavior towards their ratees in the organization (Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997).  
5. The relationship between subjectivity and organizational (in)justice in performance appraisal 
The Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between subjectivity and organizational (in)justice in performance 
appraisal. The independent variables are category structures, beliefs, interpersonal affect, and attribution. On the 
other hand, the dependent variables are distributive (in)justice, procedural (in)justice, interpersonal (in)justice, and 
informational (in)justice. The mediators are inaccuracy, inconsistency, and irrationality. In other words, the element 
of subjectivity has influence in determining the ratees' perception of fairness by mediating inaccuracy, 
inconsistency, and irrationality. 
 
Figure 1. Relationship between subjectivity and organizational (in)justice in performance appraisal 
 
Individual falls into subjectivity when they started to do judgments, evaluations, or claims. In the context of 
performance appraisal, raters evaluate their ratees to determine their strengths and weaknesses, to compare their 
performance with the performance standard set by the organization
performance appraisal whether it is accurate, consistent, and rational.   
In conducting fair performance appraisal, raters need to develop an open and transparent environment. Raters 
need to put forward the value of fairness to the utmost position in giving rating to their ratees. Even though raters are 
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unable to fulfill every single 
must align with the value of fairness, which minimizes the aspect of disappointments and conflicts.   
Any personnel decision or judgment that may affect the status of ratees regarding their retention, termination, 
promotion, demotion and training requirements can be done by comparing them either with the behavior of others or 
with the organizational standard. The comparison process will be done through formal and informal appraisals that 
need to be exercised side by side. An example of informal appraisal is the pre-judgment made by raters toward their 
ratees on how well they are performing their work. The judgments made by raters are often influenced by their own 
cognitions such as category structures, beliefs, interpersonal affect and attribution that will be used as a yardstick in 
comparing the effectiveness of individual and groups of ratees over others. The informal appraisal is not a well-
structured system of appraisal and raters may be greatly influenced by their discretion when judging the work 
performance of their ratees. The judgment made through informal appraisal system will not be based on rule and 
procedure, which may result in the possibility of personal bias. However, formal appraisal, though is a structured 
system, do bring some kind of complications in terms of appraisal measurements and appraisal process 
implementation when raters are required to conduct evaluations and judgments on the ratee These 
inconsistent, and irrational. 
5.1. Inaccuracy 
Dreher and Doughtery (2001) posit that "A barrier to the accuracy and credibility of performance measures is 
posted by a number of rater errors, perceptual biases and other sources of distortion in performance ratings." Hence, 
when thinking about performance appraisals, it is essential to look at the rater errors. If performance appraisals are 
to be helpful, they must be accurate. When a rater is subject to one of the rater errors, the rating is not a clear 
ratings will be inaccurate and motivated the ratees to perceive the 
 
 
5.2. Inconsistency 
Inconsistent refers to raters applying distinct standards with different ratees (Dargham, 2008). In other words, 
r favoritism. For 
instance, the comments in the performance appraisal report are inconsistent with actual performance which is 
perceived by the ratees. For this reason, raters' judgment is seen to be lack of empirical evidence 
performance, which encourage ratees to perceive t Hence, raters need to be consistent 
in giving performance appraisal judgments. This is because 
most decisive factor in a "particularly fair or unfair performance evaluation" (Greenberg, 1986).   
 
5.3. Irrationality 
Rationality consists essentially in giving of good reasons. Raters which exhibit rationality shows that they are 
rational or behaves rationally insofar as their thinking or conduct is directed by or based on good reasons.  To 
describe someone as rational is to say something about his tendency and capacity to engage in good reasoning or 
well-reasoned behavior, when it is appropriate to engage in reasoning or reasoned behavior (Barrow, 1982). For 
example, some raters made a emotions and mood without 
referring to the performance information. Hence, it is irrational for a rater to make such judgments whereby 
performance appraisal judgments must be given in a sound rational manner which is according to their real 
performance with justifications. Consequently, ratees will perceive the appraisal result as unfair if the ratings are not 
given any justifications by the raters on why they should get such ratings. 
6. Conclusion 
In conclusion, subjectivity is unavoidable in performance appraisal and the perceptions of injustice will still exist.  
Those who did not get what they want will consider it to be unfair and vice-versa. Therefore, it still involves with 
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human cognitions, which is a subjective phenomenon. This becomes a complex challenge to the raters to assess in 
an objective and accurate assessment due to the influence by subjectivity bias, which is caused by cognitive factors 
and internal motivation (Longenecker, Sim & Gioia, 1987; DeNisi, Cafferty & Meglino, 1984). Therefore, in 
making performance appraisals judgments, raters should ensure the existence of accuracy, consistency, and 
rationality elements so that the implementation is perceived as and are fair by ratees. To ensure that this 
environment exist, raters must be prepared to lay the foundation of fairness as the paramount consideration in every 
decision and action to be taken in connection with the implementation of performance appraisal. Raters should act as 
a truth seeker and bearer of each evaluation conducted by using a valid and trusted measurement (Folger, Konovsky, 
& Cropanzano, 1992). 
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